Opioid receptor antagonism during early lactation results in the increased duration of nursing bouts.
High levels of mu opioid receptor activation during the postpartum period result in the disruption of ongoing maternal behavior. The role of physiological levels of endogenous opioids on the mediation of maternal behavior in postpartum females, however, has not been closely examined. The purpose of the present experiments was to examine the function of endogenous opioids during early and mid-lactation by treating postpartum females with the opioid antagonist naloxone and monitoring their behavioral interactions with pups. Although this treatment did not lead to any qualitative differences in the maternal behaviors measured (pup retrieval and grooming, nest building, grouping of pups, or crouching over pups), there was a quantitative difference in the amount of time the females spent with pups on the nest and actively nursing pups. Naloxone, given either systemically or centrally (intracerebroventricularly), resulted in prolonged nursing and nesting bouts. This effect, however, was only observed during the early lactation time point (postpartum days 5-7). Females tested later in lactation (postpartum days 10-12 or 12-14) did not display the increased nursing or nesting bouts in response to the antagonist. These data indicate that central opioids play a role in the duration of nursing bouts during early lactation.